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Black graduates confront another crisis amid protests and pandemic 
Their optimistic expectations are now dashed and the result will be more inequality in America. 
By: Jazmin Goodwin 
Adraint Bereal was preparing for his final design showcase in April and gearing up for a summer internship at an ad agency 
in New York. The 22-year-old recent graduate of the University of Texas at Austin had a bright future and a lot to look 
forward to. The first in his family to go to college, he was intending to use his design degree to start a career in photography 
and creative direction. 
 
He had worked for more than two years to perfect his portraits and prints, while also collecting more than 100 interviews for 
his project “The Black Yearbook” to document the lives of Black​ ​Texan college students​, who make up less than 5% of the 
student body. A disparity echoed by African-American only making up 13% of the overall Texas’ population, according to 
the​ ​Census Bureau​. The summer internship, a bump up from his $20-per-hour part-time job working in retail was hopefully a 
stepping stone to a solid career.  
 
But Bereal’s plans quickly came to a screeching halt when he received an email stating that his internship had been 
rescinded due to Covid-19. And that his program department had made the decision to move his senior exhibition 
completely online. 
 
“You spend your four years building up to this one moment where you get to finally announce who you are and what type of 
designer you want to be,” he said. “It was a big shocker. I was depending on that internship to help me transition to being in 
New York full-time.” 
Bereal, now faces what he says is a “burning question mark in his life” on what he’ll do next and where’ll he go. The lease 
he shares with four other roommates ends in July and his part-time job has reduced his hours due to the pandemic – all 
while worries of how he’ll pay off the roughly $10,000 he owes in student loan debt continue to grow.  
 
“I don’t know what the next six months look like for me,” he said. “If I stay in Texas, how long am I staying for? Am I going to 
be able to afford where I'm going? Am I going to be able to have money to support myself? These are all things that are 
kind of running around in my mind.” 
 
Bereal is not alone. Much has been written about how among America’s workers, youth will suffer the greatest economic 
setbacks during the pandemic. Just like millennials who entered the labor force after the 2008 financial crisis, Generation Z 
will likely experience permanent declines in wealth, which will have ripple effects on their health and wellbeing. But those 
setbacks aren’t evenly distributed. Among young workers, Black youth will likely bear the largest burden. 
That's for a number of reasons. African-American students, on average, carry far more student debt, suffer from higher 
levels of unemployment, and often earn lower wages than their white peers with the same levels of education. Meanwhile, 
because the racial wealth gap hasn’t narrowed in America for at least 50 years, they’re also less likely to come from families 
who can provide substantial financial support during a downturn. 
And although money is a common thread among the disparities facing African-American students, it’s not the only thing. 
Research shows the effects of income inequality can lead to a heightened rate of health and social issues, in addition to 
lower rates of satisfaction and happiness in everyday life. 
 
“It would be a mistake to just see it as just a money thing — just thinking about how some communities have wealth and 
some communities don’t. It is a whole ecosystem of opportunities,” said Mehrsa Baradaran, a law professor at the 
University of California, Irvine and author of “The Color of Money: Black Banks and the Racial Wealth Gap.” 
 
However, it wasn’t supposed to be this way for the Class of 2020. Before the pandemic, Generation Z offered the prospect 
that inequality might finally narrow in America. 
 
Born before 1996, Gen Z is more diverse and better educated than any of the generations before them. They’re also more 
likely to hold progressive views than older generations. There was “room to hope” that although long-held economic 
disparities may not completely disappear, at least they might shrink among today’s young people,  said Tatjana Meschede, 
senior scientist and associate director for the Institute on Assets and Social Policy at Brandeis University. 
 
“The pandemic cut that all short,” she said. 
“Wealth begets wealth” 
Prior to the pandemic, Gen Z was enjoying the strongest labor market in 50 years. For the country overall, unemployment 
was just 3.7%, and for workers ages 20 to 24, the unemployment rate was hovering around 6%, the lowest levels for youth 
since 1969. 
 
In just a few months, that completely changed. The United States now grapples with massive unemployment and a tethered 
economy amid a health crisis and civil unrest. What was once the best job market is now the worst since the Great 
Depression with the unemployment rate at 13.3% for the country overall, and at 23.2% from workers in their early twenties. 
Among youth, Gen Z of color face the highest unemployment rates: whereas whites in their early twenties have a 21.5% 
unemployment rate, it’s 27.3% for young Blacks, 33% for Asians and 27.2% for Hispanic and Latino youth.  
 
And for many African-American students, who are burdened with the pressures of student debt and sometimes a 
commitment to financially support extended family, they are often forced to make tough sacrifices concerning their futures.  
 
“The biggest thing for people just graduating now is the issue of debt,” said Olugbenga Ajilore, senior economist for the 
Center for American Progress, a left-leaning think-tank. 
 
Black college graduates owe $23,400 in loans when they finish their degrees, versus $16,000 for their white peers, 
according to Brookings. Four years after finishing college, Black graduates owe an average of nearly $53,000. That’s nearly 
twice as much as white graduates who finished college in the same year. 
 
Nana Prempeh, 17, from Franklin, New Jersey comes from a family of nurses, it’s a profession she always saw herself 
pursuing. It was her dream to attend Rutgers University, a public college in New Jersey. But after weighing the costs of a 
four-year degree, Prempeh decided on attending community college for two years majoring in nursing before transferring to 
a four-year university.  
 
“I don’t want to have student loans,” Prempeh said. “I don’t want to stress or be like 26 still having to live in my mom’s house 
paying off student loans.”  
 
For Prempeh, whose dream is to become a family nurse practitioner, the sacrifice to forego leaving home for college and 
attending her dream school wasn’t an easy one, but it's one she feels will have its advantages in the long run 
 
“I feel like in the end, I’ll get rewarded. I’m avoiding all that debt because I do want to go back to school,” Prempeh said. “I’m 
probably going to look back years from now and be like ‘Wow! This was a really good decision.” 
 
Research shows the student debt crisis has impacted Black borrowers the worst. The number of Black students who borrow 
federal loans to attend four-year colleges tops 86.6%, compared to 59.9% of white students, according to the National 
Center for Education Statistics. Additionally, Black students pay back that debt at an average rate of 4% annually, 
compared to 10% for white students.  
 
The impact of student debt on the future of Black youth is even more catastrophic and one of the many demonstrations of 
the crippling chasm among Black and white households.  
“Student debt is so much larger than it’s ever been before and that also puts constraints on the kind of jobs you can get,” 
said Ajilore. “If I want to get a job in a field that would be my dream job, ‘will this allow me to actually pay down my debt?’, 
and then if I pay down my debt, then can I buy a house and do other things.” 
 
Concurrently, the effects of the novel coronavirus, has disproportionately affected African-Americans more than any other 
group due to various factors including: living in crowded housing conditions, working in essential and frontline industries, 
underlying health conditions, inconsistent access to health care, and decreased immunity brought on by stress.  
Economists say these factors only compound and reinforce barriers to intergenerational wealth, homeownership, wealth 
accumulation, and job opportunities for Black households – some of the biggest contributors to racial disparities. 
 
Not to mention, several African-American parents of Gen Z children are still recovering from the onsets of the Great 
Recession of 2008, placing a weight on their ability to help their children amid the coronavirus crisis.  
 
“If they didn't have to go through the Great Recession, they would have a greater ability to help their kids go through this 
pandemic,” said Ajilore.  
 
According to the​ Census Bureau​, median income in 2018 was $41,361 for Black American households, compared to 
$63,179 for all households and $66,943 for white households. While in 2016, white families at $171,00 had nearly ten times 
the net worth of Black families at $17,150, according to Brookings. 
 
“The economics of wealth are intergenerational. Wealth begets wealth and when you don't have it the debt keeps 
compounding no matter what,” said Andre Perry, a fellow at Brookings and author of “Know Your Price: Valuing Black Lives 
and Property in America’s Black Cities.” “Parents and students are in the same boat so to speak, because Black parents in 
particular have been less likely to have wealth. Particularly after the last housing bubble, it’s very difficult for families to get 
ahead.” 
Mamourou Kone, 18, from Bronx, New York is looking forward to leaving home to attend Nazareth College in Rochester, 
New York in the fall. But he also has huge concerns.  
 
He’s worked a number of odd jobs from retail to babysitting throughout high school to help take the financial load off his 
mother and help with paying the bills. And as the oldest to a younger brother, it’s something he says he must continue to do 
once school starts. 
 
“My college offered me work study, so my goal is to work on campus and off campus. My mom has a lot of expenses back 
at home that need to be covered and I need to pay for it,” Kone said.  
 
But Covid-19 could dampen those plans if the outbreak doesn’t improve by the fall. Meaning Kone would be subject to only 
virtual learning and online classes during his first semester. It’s a possibility that has him contemplating alternative routes to 
ensure he is still in a position to gain employment to help support his mom. 
 
“One of my biggest concerns is not finding a job, he said. “I need it, it’s a necessity, it’s something I can’t go without. It’s 
making me think if I want to go to Rochester for college or do I want to stay here closer to home.” 
The racial opportunity gap shows bleak signs of narrowing 
As widespread civil unrest continues to embroil the country, following the death of George Floyd, it has also revealed a 
harsh truth: the racial opportunity gap shows no signs of narrowing anytime soon. Beyond the surface of vast 
unemployment numbers lies other disablers for Black youth that take the form of low-wage job opportunities and job 
discrimination. It’s a reality that Bereal says he struggles with constantly.  
 
His dream job encompassed a role more focused on a combination of creative direction, photography and graphic design. 
But now amidst bleak times Bereal is considering pivoting outside of the artistic world towards tech -- a sector of the design 
industry where he says more opportunities currently exist.  
 
“This is one of those moments where you kind of have to do what you have to do to make ends meet,” he said. “For me, it’s 
an understanding that if an opportunity does arise in any of those spaces, obviously that’s not entertaining to me, but it’s 
going to be able to help me pay bills and put food in my mouth. That’s the epitome of doing what I have to do to make ends 
meet and really just trying to support myself.” 
 
But on top of working for survival, Bereal says he also faces what he calls “a slap in the face” when it comes to the taxing 
challenges and encounters of unequal treatment, job discrimination and unfair pay within the industry.  
 
“Because there aren't very many black men in particular that are dominating in the creative space, I feel like I have to work 
three times as hard to be valued as someone that could be paid equally,” Bereal said.  
“It's frustrating because, you know, I get there and I know I'm just as talented as the next person. But I think a lot of times 
some of these people that I've worked with have gone out of their way to show me that my voice isn't as impactful in the 
room, and does not have as much weight as the person that does not have as much experience as me and does not have 
as much credibility as me,” he said.  
 
Black job applicants' race has pervasive effects on their employment prospects, on average. Blacks are twice as likely to be 
unemployed compared to whites and when they are employed, they earn roughly 25 percent less than their white peers.  
 
“The same attitude that caused Derek Chauvin to put his knee in the back of George Floyd’s neck and and kill him in the 
middle of the street so cavalierly are the same attitudes harbored by employers, lenders, real estate agents, and 
appraisers,” Perry said. “We know that job discrimination has infected many different markets and that discrimination is the 
drag that helps maintain wealth disparities.” 
 
According to a​ ​study​ by the National Bureau of Economic Research, job applicants with popular “white sounding” names 
like Greg and Emily resulted in a 50% more likelihood of getting callbacks from employers than applicants with popular 
“black sounding” names like Lakisha and Jamal.  
 
The racial wealth gap leads to who has more police, who has better school options, who has job offers after graduation, 
who has family wealth so that they don’t need student loans, who is trusted and criminalized, and who’s resume sounds 
more smart and not -- a lot of these things go back to these wealth gaps. All of this is interrelated,” Baradaran said. 
Closing the racial wealth gap: “It requires stimulus”  
The wide and persistent gap of wealth among white and Black individuals has damaging cyclical repercussions that 
significantly impact the lives of those in the African American community. It also leads to a drastic lag in the economy as a 
whole — preventing exponential growth of both the United States labor market and economy.  
 
“Every time there's a disaster or a series of disasters, like we're witnessing now, every time we don't deal with the structural 
inequality, we essentially are put in a position where it's harder to recover when the next inevitable crisis occurs,” Perry said. 
 
According to a McKinsey & Company report, the management consulting company​ ​estimates​, U.S. GDP could increase by 
4% to 6% if the racial wealth gap was closed by 2028. 
 
Experts say, however, that closing the racial wealth gap requires intentional and strategic policy changes, citing the gap is 
not one that can be fixed on its own or from the sole efforts of Gen Z or the generation that follows after. 
  
“It requires stimulus,” said Perry. “It will take hundreds of years, even if you remove racism, for this Black-white wealth gap 
to close. And so, at some point, you need an infusion of stimulus and an infusion of cash.” 
 
Perry proposes policies that eliminate debt among students who come from families without wealth and create wealth 
building opportunities like home buying programs to help young people generate wealth.  
 
However, Perry says wealth building opportunities can’t stop at just homeownership. 
 
“Black people, on average, put most of their savings in their home. But the last couple of crises really wiped out the wealth 
in those homes,” Perry said. “We need other ways to build wealth besides homeownership.” 
 
Perry adds baby bonds and reparations for African-American should also be crucial considerations for other forms of 
stimulus that would aid in closing the racial wealth gap.  
 
“If we can figure out ways to eliminate student loan debt, get more homebuyer,  and young people in jobs with 401k or other 
retirement plans, we’ll start to see some movement,” Perry said. “But there's no way around it, at some point you have to 
eliminate debt and build wealth.” 
 
As for black graduates like Bereal, he says the only way through these tough times is to keep pushing  through.  
 
“I've always just tried to really go out of my way to show up and show out and show people what I'm worth and what the 
quality of my work is,” Bereal said. “And make it known that I'm growing and I'm going to continue to grow.”  
